SHERM 3/1 (2021): 182-192 


Book Review: 


Faith After Doubt 
By Brian D. McLaren 


Deena M. Lin, 
California State University, East Bay 


Abstract: Jn Faith After Doubt, Brian McLaren formulates doubt as a means to enhance 
and enrich religious faith. In progressive fashion, doubt is reclaimed as a means to 
develop faith, such that believers can aim towards a greater solidarity with others and 
practice revolutionary love. By providing a nuanced analysis of faith, McLaren takes a 
phased approach where believers experience increased levels of wisdom and spiritual 
depth as they engage in different levels of doubt. This text may offer assistance to those 
who have been discouraged and fearful of entertaining doubt in their spiritual lives. 
Through invoking a healthy skepticism of inherited doctrines passed down by dogmatic 
Christianity, individuals are provided a means to further develop their faith as opposed 
to becoming disjointed from it. Much of this text constructs a progressive future for 
Christianity in an effort to ensure its relevance and continued survival. Beyond the 
complex analysis given to faith and doubt in this work, it is lacking a robust means to 
ensure that Christians will enact the revolutionary love McLaren aims to achieve. To 
impart such a vision of love requires practicing radical hospitality towards the most 
vulnerable, and believers cannot remain complicit to a toxic form of orthodoxy. 
Pursuing social justice aims necessitates an activist faith that critically probes 
dogmatic theology; and by making allowances for the faith commitments of all believers 
irrespective of consequence, this project remains a tepid means to further a truly 
progressive evolution of Christianity. 
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eligious doubt has been a thorny topic among Christian piety throughout 
history. According to Brian McLaren, doubt can cause much confusion 

or believers because it involves a kind of “double-vision or internal di- 

vision,’ whereby they see through the eyes of faith and skepticism 
simultaneously.' In a religion that prides itself on creeds and doctrinal 
statements as a means to cultivate a solidarity of faith, doubt has been something 





"McLaren, Faith After Doubt, 8. 
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which church authorities have not only shied away from but have gone further 
to preach about its sinful nature. Faith After Doubt provides a reimagining of 
doubt such that it may no longer be perceived as threatening to faith but, instead, 
can be understood as a means to strengthen and enrich the spiritual lives of 
believers. McLaren provides insight into various phases of faith, revealing the 
complexity of this notion, as well as the wisdom to be gained by those open to 
questioning the norms and assumptions of church doctrines and authority 
figures. Much can be gained by delving into this text, especially if one finds 
themselves disillusioned with status quo Christianity to the point where they are 
beginning to question ecclesiastical norms. 

McLaren does not want doubt to be a source of shame among religious 
believers, and he entices readers to further study the practices and theologies of 
their congregations to ensure that their values line up with their faith 
commitments. To enact the revolutionary love he calls for in this text requires 
doubt to be a welcome component to faith for all individuals. He will argue that 
rather than be feared, doubt should be seen as a necessary means to question 
some of the policies of exclusion practiced among conservative communities. I 
will argue that to achieve the progressive vision of faith McLaren argues for 
requires doubt to be practiced among gatekeepers of toxic orthodoxy as well. In 
a society fraught with social disparities and divisiveness, now is not the time to 
employ a strategy of allowance towards those furthering these social ills. To 
exercise revolutionary love, Christianity must evolve out of its bystander-status, 
and there must be a call made to all believers, regardless of station, such that a 
new radical hospitality may be enacted towards the most vulnerable among us. 

Faith After Doubt follows suit with much of McLaren’s earlier work by 
primarily addressing readers who find themselves disconnected from the 
dogmatic mantras and conservative commitments coming out of mainline 
congregations in America. He is a recovering evangelical of sorts, having left 
the pastorate to teach with fellow progressives at the Center for Action and 
Contemplation. The thesis of his text further supports his liberal theological 
aims and is in accordance with the progressive mantras of his fellow colleagues 
at the Center who are doing work in a similar vein. 

McLaren speaks not only to the disillusioned believer, but also those 
who have been so discouraged by mainline Christianity that they exiled 
themselves from it altogether. American congregations are facing a real 
existential crisis at the moment as most are experiencing dwindling numbers. 
According to McLaren, some individuals leave their congregations because 
they have begun questioning the Bible and the doctrines enforced by their 
church communities, others find the practices which alienate their faith 
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community from others as no longer tenable, and some have lost trust in the 
institution as a whole.” Doubt has been experienced among folks in all these 
camps, and because congregations have often treated it as a threat to faith, many 
believers fear that they may lose their faith altogether if they give in to it. This 
is not a healthy coping strategy for believers; and rather than being perceived 
as detrimental to belief, McLaren argues that doubt may be used to probe the 
doctrines we have inherited, and critically challenge troubling dogma as we 
grow and mature in other areas of our lives. 

Doubt is formulated as a precursor for transformation in our spiritual 
development, and McLaren argues that we can only broaden our faith through 
examining the underlying assumptions and doctrinal norms of ecclesial 
theologies and practices. Exercising self-examination in this way often makes 
us feel uncomfortable and alienated from others who seem content in their stage 
of faith development. When we experience doubt, it can feel as if we enter into 
a cloud of unknowing where darkness ensues because we recognize unanswered 
questions and different perspectives we failed to consider when we were locked 
into standard theological frames of recognition and intelligibility. McLaren 
does an excellent job detailing how doubt can make us feel like we are grieving 
a former self, or perhaps feel pain because we have lost a sense of belonging to 
the theology and faith groups we once communed with. Pain is often 
experienced in conjunction with growth because what we believe to be darkness 
is really shedding light on the unfamiliar. It is by exploring ideas we had 
previously been closed off to that we may gain a greater depth of faith and self- 
awareness. 

Faith is treated with complexity in Faith After Doubt, and McLaren 
defines it as a major contributor to our sense of well-being. He states that it is 
“a matter of head, heart, and gut; of meaning, belonging, and survival; of 
intellect, intuition, and instinct. It is a whole-brain or whole-self proposal.”? 
Through this lens, we can begin to understand that when doubt seeps in, the 
instinctive, intuitive, and intellectual aspects of our brains engage in an effort 
to return us to our place of intellectual comfort and security. There are many 
contributing factors that cause us to feel that the belief systems we have grown 
up with are true to who we are, and this stems from the fact that they have served 
as a major apparatus for meaning-making and a sense of belonging. When we 
start to question the assumptions and institutions that have been integral to our 
worldview, our instincts emerge to self-correct us into submission in an effort 





2 McLaren, Faith After Doubt, xv. 
3 McLaren, Faith After Doubt, 17. 
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to ensure our survival.* For these reasons, doubt can cause a real feeling of 
existential angst for us, where we may feel like we could lose everything—or 
everyone—if we allow it to take over. Posing a critical lens on the status quo of 
religion can cause some believers to experience a sense of panic and enter into 
crisis-mode when they begin to evaluate their inherited doctrines and belief 
systems. Doubting with vigor presses one to entertain alternative intellectual 
paradigms; and by doing so, we can feel a sense of alienation among our faith 
communities. Certainly, throughout the history of Christianity, those who have 
voiced their concerns with existing theological perspectives and practices have 
often been shunned or labeled heretical for bravely questioning orthodoxy. 
Doubt should not be defined as a means to deteriorate faith, and McLaren wants 
believers and gatekeepers alike to recognize it as an integral means to replenish 
faith commitments, such that Christianity may evolve into the future. 

Doubt functions as an apparatus for transforming faith in this text where 
faith may develop to phases beyond simply adhering to creeds or belief 
statements. If severed from doubt, the faith one adheres to is characterized by 
simply remaining loyal to the prescribed rules of status quo orthodoxy without 
question. McLaren provides an understanding of faith as manifested in stages 
which individuals experience as they enter into heightened levels of doubt. 
Crises of faith are required in order for one to expand in their spiritual 
commitments. These moments push us beyond our expectations so that we may 
entertain possibilities we failed to consider in a prior stage. One may see faith 
development as akin to how trees grow. To grow requires building on a previous 
layer such that more complex faith commitments may be given more 
spaciousness and have room to expand. McLaren describes that every new stage 
in the faith process “feels like a step up, because developmentally, at least, it 
is.”° In order to enter a new phase of faith, one must critically engage with the 
accepted norms in their current stage. It is natural for one to feel disillusioned 
or stressed in this process because—perhaps for the first ttme—they are feeling 
squeezed by the limitations of status quo faith. 

Engaging with novelty can incite believers to probe inherited norms 
such that they may transition into a new phase of faith. McLaren elucidates four 
stages of faith, which increase in depth and complexity as one enters a new level 
of development. Most Christians are in Stage One, where simplicity is 
emphasized and believers focus on dualistic notions of right and wrong, 
invoking an us-versus-them attitude. When one finds fault with this level of 





4 McLaren, Faith After Doubt, 17. 
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faith, such that they critically engage with its simplistic dogma in order to 
invoke a more complex faith, this is when individuals enter the second stage. 
This next level is one of independence, where one comes to recognize that Stage 
One faith is one version, but that need not be the only modality of faith. Stage 
Two faith sees faith with more nuance, where it is based on certain 
presuppositions which do not have to be universally accepted. Many believers 
find Stage Two an acceptable stopping point for their faith, but there are some 
who exercise their analytical minds even further, and embrace an even greater 
perplexity. 

An individual enters Stage Three when they are suspicious of all 
institutions and authority figures, even those with a more complex faith at the 
second stage. When in Stage Three, believers are constantly expecting the worst 
when it comes to community organizations or religious institutions because they 
are fully aware of the ways that these enterprises can further social injustice. At 
this stage, one understands that truth is relative and largely based on self- 
interest. As such, they must remain critical of the policies and practices of 
religious authorities to reveal any inherent assumptions that may continue 
marginalizing the most vulnerable. McLaren mentions that the danger of Stage 
Three faith is that such a level of skepticism lends individuals to being averse 
to religious communities in general, and it can lead them to give up their faith 
altogether or regress back to an earlier stage in an effort to gain a sense of 
belonging, which is a human need we all have. An alternative to these two 
courses of action is possible, and this involves one traversing beyond constant 
skepticism. 

It seems that McLaren is hoping that Stage Four may be the means by 
which Christianity may survive its current challenges. Transitioning to the last 
phase of faith requires an individual to be comfortable with contradiction and 
paradox, and they pause the constant probing of norms that was practiced in 
Stage Three. Stage Four involves exercising humility, such that one may begin 
to recognize that skepticism alone cannot provide them with any real sense of 
fulfillment or spiritual belonging. Progressing beyond Stage Three requires one 
to embrace the notion that mystery will always be present in some form. Taking 
guidance from the mystics, individuals in the fourth stage practice 
contemplative, non-dualistic awareness and exercise a faith beyond making 
righteous judgements to invoke “non-discriminatory, revolutionary love.”° In 
this final stage doubt becomes a means by which individuals may exist in 
greater solidarity with our fellow beings, whether they be human or otherwise, 





6 McLaren, Faith After Doubt, 101. 
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and practice radical hospitality towards the stranger, as Christ did in his own 
time. 

Throughout his phased approach to faith development, McLaren 
encourages believers to interpret doubt as necessary for one to deepen and 
enrich their spiritual lives. Such an understanding of faith as strengthened and 
reinvigorated by doubt is a refreshing change of pace for Christians. I believe 
many questioning souls may find his thesis comforting in our current context. 
To take such a positive spin on what has been fearfully misinterpreted as 
dangerous is welcome among the ever-increasing number of Christians who 
have become disheartened by their faith communities. Such feelings of 
disillusionment are understandable given the practices enacted by many 
conservative congregations to support political demagogues and their policies 
of exclusion. McLaren’s emphasis on radical love may allow for Christians of 
this advanced faith to be more aligned with Christ-centered theologies, which 
is something many progressives will definitely be in support of. 

The first nine chapters of the book offers much depth and nuance to the 
concepts of faith and doubt. McLaren’s Christianity is not a religion that simply 
clings to dogmatic belief, which some may argue is fed by implicit bias, but can 
be reimagined as imparting faith as akin to a working hypothesis. Perhaps 
engaging greater doubt in this way is a nod to how William James envisioned it 
in “The Will to Believe.”’ McLaren admits in Chapter Nine that his phased 
analysis of faith may make some Christians uncomfortable and stresses that one 
need not fear if this is the case. He claims that his accounting of faith should not 
be deemed rigid or judgmental because these stages are best understood as a 
“general pattern” of faith and nothing more.* Even though McLaren takes a 
developmental approach to faith in the prior chapters of his text, it is a bit 
disappointing that he does not advocate for Stage Four faith as a goal for all 
Christians. This is because the aim of Stage Four is harmony (with individuals 
in other phases of faith), and it also includes Stage Three skepticism, which 
recognizes how dogmas become supported and systematized such that social 
injustice often follows. 

In an effort to remain in solidarity with earlier-stage believers, McLaren 
shies away from wholeheartedly claiming Stage Four as a much-needed call for 
constructive change in American Christianity. Taking such a muted position 


7 McLaren’s phased approach to faith in this text is quite different from James, but the 
notion that one must work out one’s faith through being informed by their life experiences 
certainly resonates with the themes imparted in this work. See James, “The Will to Believe,” 
584-585. 

8 McLaren, Faith After Doubt, 106. 
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late in the text is strange given so much of it defines doubt as beneficial because 
it develops faith beyond mere simplicity and dualistic right-versus-wrong 
thinking. Doubt functions as a means to enrich faith, to reach new levels of 
depth and complexity. To suggest that Stage Four faith should not reign 
supreme, or to be fearful of characterizing early-stage believers as lacking 
critical self-reflection, really does his project a disservice. 

McLaren argues that individuals in Stage One and Stage Two are 
limited in scope because they are too involved in us-versus-them dichotomies 
and defending their beliefs. In such early phases individuals are not concerned 
about welcoming a plurality of perspectives. Such believers are content to 
confine religion to indoctrinated systems of belief and antiquated institutional 
regimes, which have so often been used to fortify sexist, homophobic, racist, 
and xenophobic apparatuses of legitimacy. Of course, this is not to say that first 
and second stage believers are necessarily beholden to hostile orthodoxies, but 
McLaren certainly claims that believers who do not doubt are also those who 
fail to critically examine the religious, economic, and political norms of their 
church communities. Importantly, individuals must be open to examining the 
policies legitimized by dominant orthodoxy in order to enter into later stages of 
faith. By practicing such reflection on status-quo practices within their 
congregations, later stage believers are also those who are more aware of how 
churches can become servants to—and perpetuators of—the privileged. 

Christian privilege has been viewed by many postmodern scholars to 
appear as a metanarrative that keeps white, heteronormative, cis men 
empowered. The benefit of advancing Stage Four faith as a goal for all believers 
is that it is a faith requiring critical Stage Three faith as integral to spiritual 
wellness. It is quite clear that not all Christians or theologies are healthy to 
adhere to; in fact, the reasons why so many are leaving the church is because of 
the heavy levels of toxicity latent within them. Christianity may have a healthy 
future if practitioners are brave enough to call out existing imbalances of power 
and seek to remedy them. McLaren provides a few examples of progressive 
communities who are doing this work as beacons of hope because they are 
willing to call out injustices of the past and present. It only makes sense for him 
to encourage his readers towards embarking in a more developed faith that is 
not afraid to call out problematic theologies as failing to impart the core 
Christian tenant of “revolutionary love.” 

In the Afterword, McLaren states again that Stage Four spirituality 
should not be understood as the best version or end goal of faith. He tells a story 
about his parents and others in older generations who remain content with 
doubting less and living within early-stage faith. Those wishing to stay in these 
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zones of earlier faith should not be judged. Perhaps he does this out of fear that 
making a bolder stance would further divide progressives and conservatives, 
but such reluctance on his part is unfortunate. Throughout his phased approach, 
McLaren expands on the previous stages to enact a more enriching faith. 
Traditionalists may continue believing doubt and criticism to be a source of 
shame or deterioration of faith, but McLaren should remain consistent with the 
bulk of this project and boldly declare that early-stage faith is unhealthy. 

The danger of making allowances for simplistic faith is that Christians 
will continue their sheep-like loyalty to theologies that may be oppressive 
towards marginalized communities. As McLaren argues, doubt is integral to 
spiritual health such that a greater solidarity with the most vulnerable may be 
enacted. Indeed, this is what it means to enact the revolutionary love he calls 
for in his work. Progressive Christianity requires a redefining of faith where it 
needs to engage with doubt. It also requires an activist element where Christians 
are compelled to call out unjust practices of the old guard that are detrimental 
to the future of religious faith, if not human life and the existence of the planet. 

Prizing solidarity and harmony with others is a constructive aim for 
religion, but welcoming all types in an effort to remain impartial to the variety 
of faith that exists threatens the overall viability of the revolutionary love 
McLaren is aiming towards. As mentioned in his text, those who abide in Stage 
One faith are the same Christians who preserve theologies of exclusion and are 
out to enforce binaries that uphold one race, nation, gender, sexual orientation, 
or religion as more holy or akin to God’s will than others. Certainly not all 
congregations advocate violence or a dismissal of those who do not adhere to 
their rules, but it cannot be denied that some do condone it either on a physical, 
psychological, or political level. It would be nice to see McLaren adhere to 
progressive values throughout. The consequence of allowing places of slippage 
under the guise of solidarity with all believers unfortunately welcomes toxic 
dogma back into the fold. 

When describing the contemplative element of Stage Four faith, 
McLaren claims that it is not just praying and meditating on God’s word, but it 
also requires active engagement in the world where one makes efforts to stop 
wrongdoing and further social justice. When defining the notion of 
revolutionary love, he utilizes Scripture, and this should also be presented as a 
means to take a deeper bite into gatekeepers who are dissuading their 
congregants to embrace a similar vision. Much of the book attempts to provide 
a revolutionary direction to Christianity so that it may progress towards a Stage 
Four faith that is about harmony and social justice. By not incorporating an 
activist element in his text, McLaren unfortunately may inadvertently remain 


189 


Lin: Review of Faith After Doubt 


complicit to toxic Christianity. There is so much in this text that could provide 
a critical apparatus whereby believers may be encouraged to move beyond 
early-stage dogmatic belief. In leaving out a full disclosure of how faith goes 
awry in tangible ways, many Christians may continue to support toxic leaders 
and ideologies that are not aligned with Christ’s message. Such inaction leaves 
his project too abstract to further compassion where it is very much needed. 

There is much complexity given to the concepts of doubt and faith in 
Faith After Doubt. By failing to want Stage Four faith and his vision of 
revolutionary love to reign supreme, as a vision for all Christians to aspire 
towards, McLaren’s vision potentially lands flat. It is not enough to redefine 
faith and show how it can develop if we allow doubt and greater intellectual 
humility to enter in. A progressive faith must also call out the harmful practices 
of early-stage believers and gatekeepers of toxic orthodoxy. If we continue to 
make allowances for any version of Christianity, regardless of the injustice it 
gives credence to, such complicity makes us passively supportive of its 
supremacy. As McLaren mentions, quoting Richard Rohr, now is the time to 
“reorder” Christianity and free it from its chains to power (as opposed to love 
and care).” When we fail to speak to the specific troubles Christianity is facing, 
and what causes individuals to doubt to the point where they give up their faith 
altogether, this further allows religious authorities and their congregants to 
continue sitting on thrones of privilege with their boots on the necks of the most 
vulnerable. 





° See McLaren, Faith After Doubt, 161. 
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